INTRODUCTION
The subject of relationship marketing (RM) has received great attention in Western studies. However, Asian literature addressing this topic remains scarce. Although research in RM is a popular marketing topic and has escalated in the past three decades (Palmatier, Rajiv, Druv, & Kenneth, 2006) , research on this subject from the Islamic perspective is very limited. This subject is interesting from the Islamic perspective because since from the very beginning, Islam has actively defined the types and forms of relationships. The unique nature of Islamic relationships is practiced by means of vertical and horizontal interactions. Through the concept of Tawheed, the vertical interaction of human beings with the creator is emphasised (Yusuf, 2010; Arham, 2010) . Meanwhile, the horizontal interaction highlights the interaction among human beings and also with other creations (Yusuf, 2010) .
In the context of Islamic Relationship Marketing (IRM), Kartajaya and Sula (2006, p. 27) define Islamic marketing as "a strategic business discipline which directs the process of creation, offering, and exchanging values from one initiator to the stakeholders in which the whole process should be in accordance with the muamalah principles in Islam". Additionally, Islamic marketing, according to Wilson (2012, p. 6 ) is "an acknowledgement of a God-conscious approach to marketing from a marketer's and/or consumer's perspective which draws from the drivers or traits associated with Islam".
Islamic marketing perceives the marketer as a professional who embodies religious values (Kartajaya & Sula, 2006) , feels accountable to God (Hassan, Chachi, & Salma, 2008) , and is moderate and generous in dealing with customers (Yusuf, 2010; Hassan et al., 2008; Kartajaya & Sula, 2006; Rice, 1999) . Conversely, unethical behaviour such as inequality, injustice, exploitation and cheating are completely impermissible in Islamic marketing (Rice, 1999; Hassan et al., 2008) . IRM thus can be interpreted as the marketing process that emerged for the purpose of building relationship between marketer and consumer based on the Islamic guidance towards Allah's (God the Almighty) blessing. There are a number of Qur'anic verses that stress on relationship building. In Surah an-Nisa' verse 1, for example, Allah (God the Almighty) reminds Muslims to forge good relationships among themselves.
O people! Fear your Lord Who created you from a single soul and made its mate from within it, and from that pair spread many men and women and fear Allah in Whose name you ask for (your rights) and pay attention to the ties of relationship. Undoubtedly Allah is watching you all time (Qur'an, an-Nisa': 1)
As an Islamic alternative for the conventional insurance, the practice of IRM is encouraged in the Takaful industry because it parallel with the Islamic norms which uphold the spirit of brotherhood in the societies. In this context, the study proposes a measurement of Islamic relationship marketing and investigates its importance towards customers' gratitude, trust, and commitment. Overall, it is structured based on the following manner; after the introduction, research problem is discussed and followed by review on the development of Takaful industry and also the importance of relationship marketing (RM) in the industry. Further than that, the paper also discusses on related variables that involve in this study. It is followed by a methodology that was adopted to realise the objectives of the study, data analysis, results, and discussion.
RESEARCH PROBLEM
Instead of successfully emerged as an alternative insurance product for Muslims in Malaysia, the Takaful industry has failed to instil future commitment of its existing customers, particularly those under the Family Takaful Scheme. Based on information obtained at Bank Negara website, the number of customers who surrendered their Family Takaful Scheme has continued to increase since 2006. Within five years' time; between 2006 and 2010, the highest number was recorded in 2010 in which approximately 139,021 of Family Takaful participants have surrendered their policies (Bank Negara Malaysia, 2010) . In addition, in a recent report by Milliman, it was reported that in proportion to total number of policies in Malaysia, 7.4 percent of the participants have surrendered their policies (Ernst & Young, 2013) . Accordingly, the increase in the number of Family Takaful customers surrendering their policies, has affected the slow rate of Takaful penetration in Malaysia despite the strong support the industry has received from the Malaysian government. Between 2005 and 2010, the Takaful penetration rate has increased by only a small percentage, from 5.7 percent in 2005 to 13 percent in 2012 (Mohd Irwan, 2013) . In a study conducted by Mohamed, Syed Othman, and Kamaruddin (2013) , it is found that the most influential factors that influenced the low rate of Takaful penetration are distribution channels (90 percent of the interviewees agreed), and marketing practices (85 percent of the interviewees agreed). Thus, this indicate that study on the distribution channels and its marketing practices has become crucial to influence the penetration rate of Takaful in Malaysia.
In addition, feedback received from six Takaful representatives through informal interviews indicates that there are two main factors that have influenced customers' to commit with their policy for long term period which are marketing practices and attitude of Takaful agents. They also reported that the most of the agents are commission-based agents whose goal is to sell Takaful products that offer them high commissions, and in doing so, tend to neglect the needs of their customers. Some agents sell both Takaful and conventional products simultaneously, and some of them tend to promote conventional products by informing their customers that the Islamic products are complex, unattractive, and expensive (Mohamad Shafique, 2013) .
To conclude, looking back at the marketing issues in the Takaful industry which have affected the commitment and trust of the customers, it is observed that there is lack of literature in this domain, particularly to uphold the Islamic marketing as a significant tool to be practiced in this industry. Therefore, this research was conducted to address this gap in research by proposing a measure of Islamic relationship marketing, and to examine its influence on customer trust, commitment, and also customer gratitude.
LITERATURE REVIEW The Development of Takaful Industry
Since the introduction of the first Takaful Company in Sudan in 1976, the world has witnessed the growing of the Takaful industry around the world. Among the countries that support the Takaful industry are the GCC country, South East Asian country, Africa, Indian Sub-continent, and Levent country. Malaysia has become the major Takaful player globally with a total net contribution of Family Takaful amounted RM4.5 billion in 2014 (Ernst & Young, 2014) . Additionally, Family Takaful business has shown positive growth than the conventional counterpart in terms of net contributions which was recorded at 12.4% increase compared to 7.81% of the net premium of conventional insurance for the period of five years (2009) (2010) (2011) (2012) (2013) (2014) (Ernst & Young and MTA, 2015) . Globally, the industry has shown a bright future as the amount of Takaful contributions has reached US$14 billion in 2014 from an estimated US$12.3 billion in 2013. Year-on-year growth has moderated from a high compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 22% to a still healthy growth rate of 14% over 2012-14. ASEAN countries (Malaysia, Indonesia, Brunei, Singapore and Thailand), driven by strong economic dynamics and young demographics, continue to achieve buoyant growth at 22% CAGR. The GCC7 countries (excluding Saudi Arabia) registered growth of about 12%.
Accordingly, sharing of global gross Takaful contributions by region in 2014 indicated that Saudi Arabia has majority share nearly half (48%) of global gross takaful contributions. Meanwhile, ASEAN countries, namely Malaysia and Indonesia, accounted for nearly one-third (30%) of total gross takaful contributions, followed by other GCC countries at 15%. And Africa, South Asia and Levant accounted for 7% of global takaful contributions (Ernst & Young, 2014) . These indicate that the global Takaful industry continues to gain market share across several high value rapid-growth markets and this bring to positive vibes in the industry. First, most of the takaful operators are competing intensely which direct to squeeze out the underperformers. Second, performance among the operators are varies significantly. Third, in striving for scale and profitability, operators are looking at structural transformation around risk, pricing and cost efficiencies. However, continuing regulatory reforms have disproportionately increased compliance costs and efforts and significant regulatory divergences across markets has adversely impact the industry's growth and profitability. This represent that the industry still needs strong support from the Islamic banking industry to sustain in the future.
The Importance of Relationship Marketing Practice in Insurance Industry
In spite of there are mixture of customers, from easy to complicated customers, it is imperative for the service provider, especially the sale agent, to consider relationship marketing (RM) as the ideal marketing approach. This is so by virtue of the objective of RM which is aimed at not just winning the hearts of customers but also considering on how to maintain existing customers. What makes RM so pervasive is that it has been proven to be appropriate to all marketing industries including consumer goods, services and business-to-business settings (Murphy, Lazniak, & Wood, 2007) . It differs from traditional marketing as it does not mean to boost sales, but is an effort to build enduring connections with customers (Takala & Uusitalo, 1996) . Christy, Oliver, & Penn (1996) assert that successful customer relations are vital as a source of competitive advantage. Moreover, Reichheld & Kenny (1990) in his book titled 'The Loyalty Effect' claims that customer loyalty will bring profit to the company in the sense that it costs less to serve long-term customers who will help boost sales through referrals to other customers through word of mouth.
While most businesses focus on building good relationships with their customers, not all customers are inclined toward building relationships with business entities. This differs from financial services that offer intangible services and complicated products that require a business intermediary or consultant to explain to customers their products and services. Such a predicament emphasises the responsibility of the sales agents as a consultant. In the Takaful industry, the relationship between agents and their customers is automatically developed because the agent's knowledge of the products and services involves interaction and communication between agents and clients which may generate good relationships.
Many researchers studying the financial industry have amply demonstrated how RM significantly generates customer commitment, loyalty, retention, trust, and other positive outcomes. For example, a study in the Malaysian banking industry by Shamsudin, Kassim, Hassan, and Johari (2010) revealed that RM can enhance customer satisfaction and brand loyalty. Maznah and Mohd Noor (2010) also emphasised that RM is not only to attract customers but to ensure maintaining existing customers. Bugel, Buunk, and Verhoef (2010) who studied five different sectors namely the banking industry, health insurance, supermarket, mobile telecom providers and the automotive industry, reveals how improving customer satisfaction and investing in relationships with customers, companies can improve customer commitment and hence customer loyalty.
In addition, Kamsol, Anuar, Norizah, Nik Ramli and Kamaruzaman (2009) stressed that effective RM may produce high affective commitment and customer retention to the company. Most of the above scholars have conducted their studies in the banking industry. All the authors emphasise that it is common for literature in relationship marketing to lead to outcomes pertaining to customer commitment, satisfaction, loyalty, retention and service switching to name a few.
Another study on the Hong Kong banking industry by Adamson, Chan, and Handford (2003) indicates that the adoption of new strategies in relationship marketing and long-term orientation impact on customer commitment and trust. In detail, communications and relational norms were positively correlated with trust and relationship benefits were positively correlated with customer commitment. In this regards, beside the other RM variables, communication is a significant indicator to ensure the success of relationship marketing strategies. The author concluded that banks should develop parallel communication channels with their customers, show flexibility in their dealings and maximise mutual relationship benefits by minimising drastic recovery actions.
A study by Malaysian scholars including Kamsol et al. (2009) who focusing on retaining customers through RM indicates that there is a significant relationship between RM and the four constructs of customer satisfaction, employee commitment, customer trust, and customer loyalty. They revealed that the most significant variable in RM is customer satisfaction. Another recent contribution in RM is by Nath, Gugnani, Goswami, and Gupta, 2009 who presented a systematic view of RM or CRM in three industries namely insurance, banking, and the telecommunication industry. The author believes that the importance of RM is to maximise customer satisfaction and enhance overall company profitability.
Two meta-analyses conducted in the context of RM firstly by Swan, Trawick, Jr., Rink, and Robert (1988) followed by Palmatier (2008) are different in terms of their objectives. Swan et al. (1988) focused on the role of trust in relationship development whereas Palmatier (2008) examined the factors that influence the effectiveness of relationship marketing. Based on the study by Swan et al. (1988) , trust has successfully develops positive customer attitudes, intentions, and behaviour towards relationship building. Meanwhile, Palmatier (2008) concluded that relationship investment directly affects seller objectives which may explain the impact of RM on performance.
Measure of Islamic Relationship Marketing
As to compliment the current measure of RM which mostly based on three relational indicators, the current study would contribute to add one more indicator in the aspect of ethicality. In this context, Islam emphasise more towards ethics in all matters of human life, thus it is deemed important to be practiced in the Islamic business like Takaful. The first construct that is proposed to measure the Islamic relationship marketing is Islamic ethical behaviour (IEB). Ethics is described as 'the set of moral principles that distinguish what is right from what is wrong' (Beekun, 2003) (p. 3) . Meanwhile, base on (Rizk, 2008) , ethics is related to the establishment of general guidance on human action or conduct. Similarly, (Yusuf, 2010) have indicated that ethics is a medium to evaluate human behaviour in terms of goodness or badness by means of a code of ethics. In Islam, the substance of ethics has been accredited in the Qur'an with the term 'khuluq' as in Surah al-QalamVerse4: 'And indeed, you are of a great moral character'.
In this context, Islamic ethics or khuluq is measured in terms of goodness (khair), righteousness (birr), equity (qist), equilibrium and justice ('adl), truth (haqq), established norms (ma'ruf) and piety (taqwa) (Beekun, 2003) . In business, ethics is related to how a businessperson allocates resources. Besides, it also exhibits his/her personality. Islam teaches Muslims the proper methods for conducting business (Arham, 2010 '. (Qur'an, It is clear in the above verse that Allah (God the Almighty) has guided Muslims in doing business and has warned that there is no enforcement in trading and it must be practiced fairly and honestly. Business activity has become an essential part in human life as Allah (God the Almighty) commanded Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) to be a successful businessman (Arham, 2010) . Islam emphasises that business activity should not only be seen as an essential aspect of human life, but also as a foundation for social indulgence (Ali & Al-Owaihan, 2008) . Accordingly, in the Takaful industry, the responsibility of the Takaful agents is considered as a financial consultant or advisor. In practice, they are responsible to inform and advise the customer about the future financial preparation by proposing a suitable Takaful product based on their needs. This responsibility if executed base on the Islamic ethics, will eventually tight their relationship with the customer. In this regards, the nature of the relationship is much depends on the Takaful agent because he/she is the one that offer the products and provide services to the customer.
Given today's challenging market environment and customer demands for quality services, marketers not only have to be customer-focused but also need to be perceived as Islamic by their customers (Hassan et al., 2008) . A review of past literature has revealed a large volume of research in marketing that indicate ethics as among the main issues in marketing and sales (Wotruba, 1990; Piercy & Lane, 2007) . However, only a few of these researches have included religious elements in their domain (Nazlida & Mizerski, 2010) . On that note, Arham (2010) suggests that Islamic teachings could be implemented in the current marketing conjecture. According to Wotruba (1990) and Fu, Richards, Hughes, and Jones (2010) , the reason why sales persons need to observe proper ethical behaviour is because it may affect their sales performance. In this context, Fu et al. (2010) have proven that self efficacy and positive attitude have influenced the sales persons' selling intention and this have directly affected their sales performance. They must be sincere in addressing their customers' needs and exert a spirit of brotherhood in dealing with their customers (Nafik, Muhammad & Ratnasari, 2012) .
From another perspective, religious aspect is found to be an important factor in acquiring customers' willingness to deal with the sales person (Nazlida & Mizerski, 2010) . Basically, this relates to religious aspects that promote affiliation, commitment, motivation, knowledge, and social consequences, and is believed to influence customers' confidence with the sales person (Nazlida & Mizerski, 2010) . In addition, Hassan et al. (2008) have advocated that Islamic ethical behaviours play a significant role in the development and maintenance of the buyer-seller relationship. This is further supported by a more recent study by Shamsudin et al. (2010) , in which the authors claim that Islamic ethical behaviour has promoted a positive environment in relationship marketing practice, and this naturally would lead to customer satisfaction.
Not surprisingly, the two above studies (Hassan et al., 2008; and Shamsudin et al., 2010) discovered similar findings, which is; a sales person's Islamic ethical behaviour (bank advisor) has significantly enhanced customer satisfaction and trust. This finding is supported by Hansen and Riggle (2009) who indicated that, in addition to trust, a sale person's ethical behaviour can also influence customers' commitment. The authors have further emphasised that managers should consider ethics as a unique element in marketing activities; besides other marketing skills, in developing a strong relationship with customers.
The effects of ethical behaviour in marketing practice are also apparent on customer loyalty in addition to customer satisfaction and trust. This is proven in a study on the banking industry by Roman (2003) . Similarly, in a study by Huang (2008) on customers' perspective on the banking and insurance industry in Taiwan, it was found that selling behaviour, which gives priority to customers, has a significant positive impact on relationship quality and customer retention. This research thus, hypothesises that; H1: Takaful agents' Islamic ethical behaviour which measure the IRM will positively affect future customer commitment, trust, and gratitude
Relational Bonds
The other constructs which is adopted to measure the IRM in this study are social, structural, and financial bonds. As previously explained, these constructs are named as relational bonds and has acknowledged by the previous researchers as major component of relationship marketing (Wilson & Jantrania, 1993; Wilson, 1995; Cannon & Perreault, 1999; Arantola, 2002; Alrubaiee & Al-Nazer, 2010; Anabila, Narteh, & Tweneboah-Koduah, 2012) . These bonds in general, describe the factors that might influence customers to remain with their agent for a long term period. For example, a customer might be happy when the agent frequently keeps in touch with him/her, sent him/her greeting cards in his/her special day, provide after sales services, and other social aspect which represents social bonding between the two parties. Meanwhile, from the perspective of structural and financial bonds, the customer might be interested to receive any services or facilities that make him/her comfortable, and he/she might also be satisfied if he/she receives some economic rewards for participating in the Takaful scheme.
Social Bonds
Social bonds are described as 'the degree of mutual personal friendship and liking shared by the buyer and seller' (Wilson, 1995, p. 339) . It has a number of dimensions including social interaction, closeness, friendship, and performance satisfaction. In relationship marketing, the basis of this type of bond is from a business-to-business perspective, where it represents strong connections among business organisations (Smith, 1998; Williams, Han, & Qualls, 1998) . Meanwhile, from a customer's point-of-view, social bonding emerges as a result of the benefits received from the relationship with the company (Gwinner, Gremler & Bitner, 1998; Reynolds & Beatty, 1999) .
Accordingly, social bond is built through interpersonal exchanges that can be measured by the strength of the personal relationship between a buyer and a seller (Rodriguez & Wilson, 1999; Williams et al., 1998) . It also represents a form of non-economic satisfaction for both parties in a relationship with an enduring social exchange (Dwyer, Schurr, & Oh, 1987) . In that regard, Lin, Weng & Hsieh (2003) have advocated that this type of bond would contain interpersonal interactions that could help maintain customer loyalty. Meanwhile, Berry (1995) and Berry and Parasuraman (1991) described the importance of marketers' interference in building friendships that could help to persuade customers to stay loyal with the company's services. Marketers at this level would want to stay in touch with their customers, and when necessary offer social support to them as well (Berry, 1995) .
On another note, Liang and Wang (2005) have stated that a company would show its respect and appreciation to its customers by delivering them gifts as a way to enhance the quality of relationship between them. Hence, it would be necessary for those in the Takaful industry to establish social bonds since the role of Takaful agent goes beyond the selling of Takaful products. This is so because a Takaful agent plays the role of a trustee who is responsible for advising others in the society about their future financial preparations, and along the way instil a spirit of brotherhood among them, especially among the Muslims. Therefore, close interpersonal relationship must exist between the agent and the customer in order to ensure the relationship continues for a long term.
Structural Bonds
Compare to social bonds, structural bonds are present when a business enhances its relationship with customers by facilitating them to fulfil their needs through a service-delivery system (Lin et al., 2003) . Based marketing literature, Wilson (1995, p. 339 ) describes a structural bond as 'a vector of forces that create an impediment to termination of the relationship'. It basically consists of economic, strategic, and technical factors that are developed in relationships that offer benefits to all contractual parties (Rodriguez & Wilson, 1999, p. 6) . In this case, a company might insert some value-added incentives to the product infrastructure that might not available elsewhere to the customer (Berry, 1995) .
Service provider may also use structural bonds to maintain customer loyalty (Lin et al., 2003) . This is because structural bonds provide an infrastructure that makes a customer feels convenient, and this would give the company a key advantage over its competitors (Sin, Tse, Yau, Lee, & Chow, 2002) . Morgan and Hunt (1994) , however, suggested that relationship marketing should only be exercised when it continuously gives advantage to the parties involved; which in this case are the company and the customer. For example, the company provides enough facilities to the customer and as a result, the customer remains loyal with the company. In this instance, both parties enjoy the benefits and may persevere with the relationship for a long-term period.
Interestingly, findings from previous and current studies have indicated that structural bonds may at the end affect customer loyalty and customer retention more than social bonds (Turnbull & Wilson, 1989; Chiu, Lee, Hsieh & Chen, 2007) . Peng and Wang (2006) , however, regard both social and structural bonds as very important in maintaining existing customers. Financial bonds, on the other hand, are preferred when a company needs to attract back customers who have discontinued receiving services from the company. In general, this research perceives structural bonds as of equal importance with other types of bonds that share the goal of enhancing relationship with existing customers in the Takaful industry. Thus, this construct is adopted in the framework of this present research, which at the end contributes towards the objective of measuring Islamic relationship marketing practices in the industry.
Financial Bonds
The final type of bond is financial bonds. Researchers in the past have argued that one of the motivations for engaging in relational exchanges is to save money (Berry, 1995; Gwinner et al., 1998) . In this respect, some researchers agree that this type of bond is at the lowest level of the relationship hierarchy because in business, pricing is the most easily imitated marketing element (Chiu et al., 2007) . Hence, service providers may reward loyal customers with special prices (Lin et al., 2003) .
According to Nath and Mukherjee (2012) , financial bond is the amount of economic benefit derived in exchange relationship. Business parties will assess the overall cost and choose to reward customers in an effort to maintain relationship instead of choosing other marketing alternatives (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959) . It is a type of retention marketing, where a service provider uses economics benefits such as price, discounts and other financial incentives to secure customers' loyalty (Berry & Parasuraman, 1991) . In a broader sense, Smith (1998) proposes that financial incentives are part of functional bonds in a business-to-business context. He describes functional bonds as 'the multiplicity of economics, performance, or instrumental ties or linkages that serve to promote continuity in a relationship' (p. 79).
Accordingly, in the Takaful industry, financial bonds can be regarded as any economics or material benefits offered to customers by Takaful operators. Examples of such benefit are free gifts for participation, cash payments for hospital admission, promotional packages, end-of-the-year bonuses, and other financial benefits. This present research has investigated whether financial bonds can significantly impact future customer retention in the Takaful industry.
Previous literatures have found that there are positive implications when the marketers (Takaful agents in the context of this study) pay attention towards building strong relational bonds (social, structural, and financial) with their customers. Hsieh, Chiu, and Chiang (2005) suggest that a marketer who demonstrates excellent social and financial bonds would able to retain their customers in the future. Moreover, by extending Ndubishi and Wah (2005)'s earlier research, a recent study on relationship marketing conducted by Anabila et al. (2012) similarly found that social and financial bonds can become important determinants of customer loyalty.
On the other hand, Rodriguez and Wilson (1999), and Lin et al. (2003) have presented that social and structural bonds have become essential factors to enhance trust and commitment in a relationship. Compared to other researchers, Chih, Huang, Yang & Cho (2009) have included all three types of bonds in their study and arranged them according to their perceived importance starting from social bonds, financial bonds, and finally, structural bonds. They have concluded that relational bonds can influence a customer's trust on the sales person. Their result is supported by the previous study done by Swan et al. (1988) .
In this context, Berry and Parasuraman (1991) have stated that financial bond becomes apparent in the financial services industry because it is known as frequency or retention marketing. And since Takaful products promote social elements such as the concept of mutual assistance through donation (social bonds), and also require the industry to provide good product facilities to the customers (structural bonds), it is essential to include the three types of bonds in this study.
There are however, limited empirical studies done to investigate the direct effect of relational bonds towards future customer commitment and trust (Lin et al., 2003) . It is important to investigate the aspects of relational bonds; which consist of social, structural, and financial bonds, which at the end of the day may reflect the customers' sense of brotherhood, closeness, and feelings that they are part of the company (Sin et al., 2002) . However, in a study done in the hotel industry, Shammout, Zeidan, and Polonsky (2006) found that when it comes to customer loyalty, the quality of facilities is a bigger factor than other social and financial services. The situation is quite different with the financial services industry where both the social and structural aspects are just as significant as the financial aspect. In this context, Berry and Parasuraman (1991) have stated that financial bond becomes apparent in the financial services industry because it is known as frequency or retention marketing. And since Takaful products promote social elements such as the concept of mutual assistance through donation (social bonds), and also require the industry to provide good product facilities to the customers (structural bonds), it is essential to include the three types of bonds in this research. Thus, this present research hypotheses that;
H2: Social bonds which measure the IRM will positively affect future customer commitment, trust, and gratitude H3: Structural bonds which measure the IRM will positively affect future customer commitment, trust, and gratitude H4: Financial bonds which measure the IRM will positively affect future customer commitment, trust, and gratitude
a) Customer Gratitude
Customer gratitude is an essential social component of human relations that presents an emotional basis for mutual behaviours (Palmatier, Jarvis, Bechkoff & Kardes, 2009) . Customer gratitude signifies the emotional part of reciprocity and it significant in developing and maintaining successful seller-buyer relational exchanges (Huang, 2015) . For years, gratitude has represented an essential component to theories about social relationships and reciprocal behaviors across a multiplicity of disciplines. There are two components of gratitude: affective and behavioural (Palmatier et al., 2009; Hasan, Lings, Neale & Mortimer, 2014) . The affective component refers to feelings of gratitude generated when people "perceive themselves to be the recipient of an intentionally rendered benefit" (Emmons 2004, p. 9) . Emmons and McCullough (2003) assert that gratitude is a positive emotion that stems from an experience of a positive outcome, intentionally provided by another person, firm or organisation. Feelings of gratitude generate an embedded psychological pressure to return back the assistance received. This basically interpreted through behavioural gratitude such as facial, vocal or gestural indicators of gratitude. According to Harpham (2004) , gratitude may be represented by different behaviours. It is an automatic expression of gratitude such as saying "thank you" or "smiles" to the counter parties. In line with Hasan et al. (2014) , customer gratitude is considered in this study as an effective response, which arises from the acknowledgment of an advantages received from the Takaful agents.
In this regard, Anderson, Fornell, and Rust (1997) , Anderson (1998) , Szymanski and Henard (2001) , and Brown, Barry, Dacin, and Gunst (2005) have clarified that satisfied customers tend to disperse positive word of mouth, which may reduce the cost of obtaining new customers and increase company profitability. It was also agreed by Dholakia and Morwitz (2002) and Gustafsson, Johnson and Roos, (2005) that developing and maintaining satisfactory customer relationships may reduce customer defection, thus, ensuring long-term relationship with the customers.
b) Customer Trust
Majority of researchers are relied the trust as believe on promise of exchange party whom the customers has confidence towards the trustworthiness, credibility, benevolence, reliability, and integrity of the sellers. (Schurr & Ozanne, 1985; Swan & Trawick, 1987; Crosby, Evans & Cowles, 1990; Moorman, Deshpande & Zaltman, 1993; Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Doney & Cannon, 1997) . Murphy et al. (2007) on the other hand, regards trust as an ethical element in a relationship because it does not involve any sense of enforcement. It is assumed that trust is of great significance in the relationship value and relationship maintenance stages of the relationship processes proposed by Powers and Reagan (2007) . Morgan and Hunt (1994) suggest that trust and commitment may directly impose cooperative behaviours; thus, they help guarantee the success of relationship marketing. In general, this research defines trust as a sense of confidence and reliance on the sales person in terms of his promises, words, and credibility to customers. This definition basically emphasises the definition of trust given by Rotter (1967) .
In Islam, trust is important to acknowledge one person's personality that will be respected by others. Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) was given the title Al-Ameen which means a person that we can trust. He became a role model for Muslims as a businessman who was trustworthy in any circumstances. The study thus looks at this element as an important aspect to enhance the relationship between Takaful agents and their customers. In the context of this research, customer trust is defined as a confidence level of Takaful customers towards their agents based on the service received during the participation. It is parallel with the earlier researchers including Schurr & Ozanne (1985) , Swan & Nolan (1985) , and Swan et al. (1988) who promote trust as the customers' belief and feel that the words or promises made by the marketers can be relied on in the future.
c) Customer Commitment
There are various definitions of commitment used in literatures in marketing, organisational behaviour, and psychology. In marketing studies, one of the earliest definitions of commitment is given by Dwyer, Schurr, & Oh (1987) , who described it as "an implicit or explicit pledge of relational continuity between exchanges partners" (p. 19). Moorman, Zaltman & Deshpande, (1992) share a parallel view as they describe commitment as "an enduring desire to maintain a valued relationship" (p. 316). Similarly, Morgan and Hunt (1994) regards commitment as "an exchange partner believing that an ongoing relationship with other is so important as to warrant maximum efforts at maintaining it; that is, the committed party believes the relationship is worth working on to ensure that it endures indefinitely" (p. 23).
Other contemporary researchers including Chen (2009) and Huang (2008) also agree that customer commitment is a willingness of the customer to make efforts at maintaining a relationship with a service provider.
Interestingly, how commitment is viewed and described in marketing research was initially very much influenced by literatures from organisational behaviour and psychology (Jones, Taylor & Bansal, 2008) . This is clearly reflected in the definition given by Jones et al. (2008) , who described commitment as "a psychological force that binds an individual to the maintenance of the relationship with a specific target" (p. 474). Moreover, the desire to remain and continue the relationship is influenced by psychological factors like familiarity, friendship, personal confidence, reciprocity, and trust (Fullerton, 2005; Sharma, Young & Wilkinson, 2006; Menon & O'Connor, 2007) .
METHODOLOGY
This study is designed quantitatively where the data is gathered through selfadministered questionnaires. Three series of focus group discussions were conducted with academicians and industry players before the final questionnaires were finalised and distributed. It was done to ensure the right and proper questionnaire is constructed in the context of the Takaful industry. Based on the feedback and suggestion from focus group members, the final set of questionnaires was distributed to a small sample of Takaful customers as a pilot study. The pilot study was conducted to test the questionnaires and measurement items for clarity and understanding. It is a necessary step in the data collection process to identify any problems with the research instrument, and to determine the content and face validity of the measures used in the questionnaires. In this process, a few marketing and Shariah scholars were involved, as well as 189 Family Takaful customers.
Upon the successful completion the pilot test, the final survey was conducted. The respondents are Family Takaful customers of eleven Takaful operators in various locations in the Klang Valley. Data collected were analysed using two statistical analyses software (Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 19 and Analysis of Moment Structures (AMOS) version 16). Accordingly, the measure of Islamic ethical behaviour are newly built in this research and basically relied on the Qur'anic verses and reviewed by the industry experts during the focus group discussion. On the other hand, the measure of relationship bonds are basically adopted from the past researchers including Crosby et al. (1990) , Berry (1995) , Lin et al. (2003) , and others. Five-point Likert scales is used to measure all the answers given in the survey. Out of 1100, 865 questionnaires were returned; which gives it a response rate of 79 percent. However, due to incomplete answers, 65 questionnaires were rejected at the first screening stage. The remaining 800 questionnaires were brought forward for normality check. In total, after going through all the screening process, 755 questionnaires were selected for final data analysis, which means the actual response rate was 69 percent. For a social science research, this response rate is considered high, and the number in fact exceeded the response rate of 56.7 percent recorded in a previous study on the same domain by Kamsol et al. (2009) .
Meanwhile this study specifies the Muslims and non-Muslims Takaful customers who are participating in the Family Takaful scheme in duration more than a year. The choice of Family Takaful is due to its major contribution to the Takaful asset which was 10,536 million compared to the General Takaful plan which was only 1,902 million (Bank Negara Malaysia, 2010) . Besides that, it is a long term plan that offers wide coverage to the customers for which after sales services are critically needed. It thus requires a strong relationship between agent and customers as well as a good marketing practice by the Takaful agents. Overall, 714 of Family Takaful customers from 11 Takaful operators have contributed in this study.
Measures of Islamic Ethical Behaviour
As discussed previously, marketers' ethical behaviour has an important implication towards the quality of relationship (Wotruba, 1990; Roman & Ruiz, 2005; Fu, et al., 2010) . It enhances positive behaviour of the customers for future transactions. In fact, in the context of this study, the significance of Islamic ethical behaviour is that it helps to determine whether the existing customer will remain with the same operator for long term period. This is because, ethical behaviour will most likely win the confidence of the people (trust), strengthen social bonds, and stimulate the public to focus on achieving their primary responsibility in this world (Ali & AlOwaihan, 2008) . Moreover, Allah (S.W.T) clearly identifies the act of breaking off a relationship as a sin. Allah (S.W.T) says:
Who breaks the covenant of Allah after contracting it and sever that which Allah has ordered to be joined and cause corruption on earth. It is those who are the losers (Qur'ān, Al-Baqarah: 27)
But those who break the covenant of Allah after contracting it and sever that which Allah has ordered to be joined and spread corruption on earth for them is the curse, and they will have the worst (Qur'ān, Ar-Ra'd: 25) Accordingly, all measurement items for Islamic ethical behaviour in this study were developed via two means. The first is based on selected Qurʾānic verses, and the second is achieved through focus group discussions with industry experts and academicians. Overall, the measurements of Islamic ethical behaviour are parallel with the roles of Takaful agent based on the 'wakala' concept. Items on specific aspects of ethical behaviour were inspired by specific verses in the Qurʾān. Develop for this research from focus group discussion 2 He/she gives me adequate information about Takaful scheme.
Develop for this research from focus group discussion 3 He/she explains to me about the objective of Takaful which is a donation scheme and mutual cooperation among the participants.
Develop for this research from focus group discussion 4 He/she practices professional attitudes in dewaling with me.
Develop for this research from focus group discussion 5 He/she is an honest person.
Al-Maidah: 8, An-Najm: 3 6 He/she is a responsible person.
An-Nisaa': 58, Ali-Imran: 76 7 He/she always keeps a good relationship with me.
An-Nisaa': 36 8 He/she protects my confidentiality.
Al-Imran: 173 and An-Nisaa':132. 9 He/she wear professional attire while dealing with me. Develop for this research from focus group discussion
Measures of Relational Bonds (Social, Structural, and Financial Bonds)
This study measures social bond through the items developed by Berry (1995) and Berry and Parasuraman (1991) . These items indicate that a marketer needs to remain connected with customers, build friendships with them, and provide them with indirect support. There are also measurement items adopted from the work of other previous researchers including Crosby et al. (1990) , Berry (1995) , and Lin et al. (2003) . Lin et al.'s (2003) study has confirmed and extensively tested these measurements in a context similar to this research. The remaining two items were developed based on input gathered from focus group discussions.
Meanwhile the measure of structural bond in this study is adopted from the work of Crosby et al. (1990) , Berry (1995) , Gwinner et al. (1998) , Lin et al. (2003) , Dibb and Meadows (2001) , and Lin et al. (2003) , which were adjusted to suit with the context of Takaful customer. Customers are basically asked about the conduct of their Takaful agents regarding personalised Takaful schemes, promptness of response, payment methods, and sources of information on the Takaful products.
The last construct of Islamic relationship marketing incorporated into the research framework is financial bond. This type of relational bond represents the economic benefits received by all parties in a relationship. It can be measured either or both in terms of monetary and non-monetary benefits. Many customers can be motivated by monetary benefits when a product provides prospect for money saving (Berry, 1995; Gwinner et al. 1998; Peterson, 1995) . In this study, they were asked about the money received at the end of a year in cases where no claims were made, for hospitalisations, and from profit generated from investments in the Takaful fund. Meanwhile, the non-monetary benefits include time saved, gifts received and promotion packages offered to the customer. In particular, this research emphasised that by participating in the Takaful scheme, some customers would receive free gifts and offers on promotional packages by the agent. Thus, their response would be very important to gauge the level of financial bond between them and their agent. Overall, most of the five measurement items developed for this study were based on suggestions by focus group members. Only one of the items was taken from the study by Lin et al. (2003) . The item was modified to suit the context of this research. Table 3 presents details on the measurement items.
Measure of Customer Gratitude, Trust and Commitment
In service industry like Takaful, relational exchange will basically involves interactions between exchange parties (service provider and customer). Interactions will then strengthen value sharing between the parties. In the marketing context, the Takaful agents as service provider invests in the relationship by delivering benefits to the customer (De Wulf, Odekerken-Schroder & Iacobucci, 2001) . These benefits will eventually render to positive emotions in the customer, which in turn increase trust in, satisfaction with and commitment to the seller. The measure of customer gratitude in this study mainly relies on Palmatier et al. (2009) 's study where the authors adapted measures from McCullough, Emmons, and Tsang (2002) like 'I feel grateful to….', I feel thankful to….', and I feel appreciative to……'. This study further adapts these measures to reflect the Takaful industry.
In the context of the current study, customer trust is defined as the confidence level a Takaful customer has towards his/her agent based on the services received during his participation in the Takaful scheme. This is in line with the views of earlier researchers including Schurr and Ozanne (1985) , Swan and Nolan (1985) , and Swan and Trawick (1987) who explained trust as customers' belief and feelings that the words or promises made by the marketers can be relied on in the future. The measurement instrument on trust developed by Wu and Liu (2007) in the context of the banking sector corresponds with the above definition. The instrument was tested by Wu and Liu (2007) to study the views of bank customers and it recorded a high value of reliability (Cronbach's alpha of 0.94). The instrument is, therefore, adopted into the questionnaire used in this research. The items measuring trust consist of five statements and the respondents are given a five-point rating scale to indicate their degree of agreement towards each of the statement.
Customer commitment in this research is referred to as continuance commitment. It presents the desire of customers to remain with the relationship, their confidence, and the perceived cost of leaving the marketer or company (Gundlach, Achrol & Mentzer, 1995; Geyskens, Steenkamp, Scheer & Kumar, 1996; Moorman, Zaltman & Deshpande, 1992; Sollner, 1994) . All the items in this research are adapted from Meyer and Allen's (1991) three component-scale of organisational commitment. The scale has been used by many previous researchers including Bansal, Irving and Taylor, (2004) , and has recorded high value of reliability (0.77) and factor loading (0.777-0.826). However, for the context of this research, participants of focus group discussions have suggested that all the items are rephrased to suit the perspective of Takaful customers. For example, statements like: 'I would face difficulty if my Takaful agent leaves me', was adapted from the original statement: 'It would be very hard for me to leave my organization right now even if I wanted to', which was the original statement used by Meyer and Allen (1991) .
DATA ANALYSIS
As pointed out by Levine (1996, p. 1) , 'data analysis is a body of methods that help to describe facts, detect patterns, develop explanations, and test hypothesis'. This study therefore conducts data analysis to describe the marketing phenomena in the Takaful industry. Data analysis in this research involves two stages; first, descriptive analysis and second, structural equation modelling based on AMOS software. The first stage describes the background information of the respondents' understudy whereby the second stage confirms the hypotheses developed in this study using two statistical approaches.
Descriptive Analysis
The most basic analysis done prior to advance data analysis is descriptive analysis. Basically, it involves identifying the background of the respondents and also examining answers given by respondents on each respective construct. In this regard, this research uses this type of analysis for two purposes. First is to observe background information of the respondents (Family Takaful customers), and second, to examine the perception of the respondents towards the practice of Islamic relationship marketing by their agent.
Based on Table 2 , it is observed that the respondents in this study are slightly balance between male (333) and female (381). And this balance could eliminate the response bias in terms of gender. Nevertheless, parallel with an earlier prediction for the context of this research (Takaful industry), majority of them are Muslim Malays (86%). Only small numbers of non-Muslims involved in this research (14%). In addition, more than half of the respondents are married (60%) and worked at private company (66%). Further than that, in terms of education, near half of the respondents are degree holder (45%) and only small portion of them (4 respondents) are PhD holders. This has exaggerated high number of respondents who are in the group of income from 2000 to 4000 which basically either a degree holder or have industry experiences.
Exploratory Factor Analysis
An exploratory factor analysis is conducted to find the underlying dimensions of Islamic relationship marketing from the perspective of Family Takaful customers. Based on past literatures and three series of focus group discussion, 23 statements were developed representing the practice of Islamic relationship marketing in the Takaful industry. All necessary procedures that are required prior to factor analysis were conducted and principal component analysis was utilised as the extraction method. Results indicate that measure of sampling adequacy (Kaiser-MeyerOlkin-KMO) was 0.937 and hence is appropriate for factor analysis using principle component analysis (PCA) method. The Bartlett's Test of Sphericity also reached statistical significance (0.000), supporting the factorability of the correlation matrix. Using Varimax rotation, five factors were extracted with eigenvalues greater than one, explaining 68 percent of total variance. Respectively, all five factors were named as knowledge sharing, customer caring, social, structural, and financial bonds. Table 3 presents the overall results of EFA and also depicts the communality of each variable (between 0.530 and 0.819) which higher value represents higher correlations among the constructs. Since factor 1 (customer caring) has the highest eigenvalue and variance (eigenvalue = 9.75, variance = 42 percent), it automatically signifies as the most important factor perceived by the Takaful customers as to measure the Islamic relationship marketing practices in the industry. This is followed by factor 2 (social bonds) (eigenvalue = 2.18, variance = 9.5 percent), factor 3 (knowledge sharing) (eigenvalue = 1.49, variance = 6.5 percent), factor 4 (structural bonds) (eigenvalue = 1.15, variance = 5 percent), and factor 5 (financial bonds) (eigenvalue = 1.08, variance = 4.7 percent).
Overall, results of factor analysis has regarded that there were five underlying constructs deemed to be relevant as to measure the Islamic relationship marketing in the Takaful industry. They are customer caring, social bonds, knowledge sharing, structural, and financial bonds. However, based on the Qurʾānic sources and the experts' suggestion, all items of customer caring and knowledge sharing basically come from one construct which is Islamic ethical behaviour. Thus, it is defined as second order factor for the construct of Islamic ethical behaviour and was confirmed via measurement model which discussed in the next section. In addition, the other constructs (social, structural, and financial bonds) were known as relational bonds. It is deemed as key components of relationship marketing (Dwyer et al., 1987; Wilson & Jantrania, 1993; Cannon & Perreault, 1999 Structural model is developed to test the effect of IRM practice towards customer gratitude, trust and commitment. As illustrates in Figure 2 , results of SEM shown that the model have achieved all the fit indices where IFI = 0.967, CFI = 0.967, TLI = 0.961, and RMSEA = 0.062 given the p value = 0.000, and chi square (CMIN) = 474.72. Accordingly, all the measures support the model fit assumption, thus the model is proceed to the next level which is the interpreting of the parameter estimated by SEM. Based upon the value of regression weights, it is confirmed that the regression model of Islamic relationship marketing in the customer satisfaction and retention prediction is significantly different from zero at the 0.001 level. In details, when the Islamic relationship marketing goes up by 1 standard deviation, it will influence the increase of customer gratitude, trust, and commitment by 0.90 and 0.79 standard deviations respectively. 
Figure 2. Structural Model
In addition, to scrutiny the effect of IRM towards the three variables in this research, value of squared multiple correlation (R2) have been observed. Based on SEM results, the highest value is belong to customer trust (0.91) which indicate that 91 percent of customer trust is the results of IRM practice. Other than that, IRM also have influenced customer commitment by 86 percent and customer gratitude by 81 percent. This result provides a clear picture to the industry on the significance of the practice relationship marketing in accordance with the Islamic norms. H1, H2, H3, and H4 is thus supported by the results of this analysis.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Many previous researchers have asserted that relationship marketing practices have great implication towards strengthening buyer-seller relationship (Crosby et al., 1990; Boles, James, Thomas Brashear, Danny Bellenger & Hiram Barksdale, 2000; Tam & Wong, 2001; Sin et al., 2002; Huang, 2008; Nath et al., 2009; Bugel et al., 2010; Maznah & Mohd Noor (2010) . In addition, studies on the financial services industry have revealed that relationship marketing have influenced customers to become committed to, and loyal with the same company (Crosby et al., 1990; Reichheld, 1996) . This is parallel with the definition of relationship marketing by Hussnain (2011, p. 3), in which relationship marketing is described as "the whole relationship between suppliers and customers" with the objective of giving "the best possible attention, customer services and therefore build customer loyalty".
Among the contributions of this research is to develop the underlying dimensions of the Islamic relationship marketing for the Takaful industry and for this reason, it become the first objective of this research. Few stages were performed to explore the important aspects of relationship marketing suitable with the context of Takaful industry. The first stage was done by reviewing the previous marketing literatures and also related Qur'anic verses in order to come out with measures of Islamic relationship marketing. The second stage\took place when three focus group discussions were held with industry experts, academician, and Takaful secretariat (MTA) to review the measurement items which were developed in the first stage based on the context of Takaful. In this stage, some improvement and enhancement were made to the measurement items and it further proceeded to the next stage which was pilot test.
The results of the pilot test have confirmed the reliability of the measures where all 23 items were remained for the final data analysis. The final stage is done through statistical analysis, or EFA. All 23 measurements items of Islamic relationship marketing were analysed simultaneously and the results indicate that there were five factors or constructs underlined the practice of Islamic relationship marketing as perceived by the Takaful customers. All items basically fell under the specific constructs which initially identified through the literatures and known as customer caring, knowledge sharing, social, structural, and financial bonds. However, two constructs (customer caring and knowledge sharing) were basically proposed as under the same construct which is Islamic ethical behaviour. In this regards, the decision is made to classify these constructs under the Islamic ethical behaviour. As consequent, the four constructs of Islamic relationship marketing together with its measurement items which is proposed in this research were statistically significant underlined the practice of Islamic relationship marketing in the Takaful industry. These results were further confirmed by the CFA via measurement model which was performed to reach the research objective number two.
This study also investigates the effect of the Takaful agents' Islamic relationship marketing practice towards customer gratitude, trust, and commitment. Base on SEM-AMOS analyses, it is found that the practice of IRM have significantly influenced the customers' gratitude, trust, and commitment. In other words, it simplifies that the practice of relationship marketing base on the Islamic norms may enhance the quality of relationship between the Takaful agents and customers. In this regards, the Takaful operators must ensure that their agents offer and provide special services with social benefits to the customers as well as provide proper facilities to their customers (Gwinner et al., 1998) . Furthermore, as an Islamic alternative to the conventional insurance, the customers suppose to feel more comfortable once they participate to the Takaful scheme since all the prohibited elements are totally intolerable in the industry. The agents in this instance need to cultivate the Islamic ethics while servicing their customers as well as approaching potential customers.
In conclusion, parallel with the previous researchers, this research found that in current competitive market, marketers have to be customer-focused and at the same time need to be perceived as Islamic by their customers (Hassan et al., 2008) . The ethical elements have become the prominent element in marketing approach where it may affect the sales performance of the marketers (Wotruba, 1990; Piercy & Lane, 2007; Nazlida & Mizerski, 2010; Arham, 2010; Fu et al., 2010) . In addition, the marketers (Takaful agents in the context of this research) must sincere in addressing their customers' needs and prepare themselves with enough knowledge on Takaful and the financial sector besides enhancing their marketing skills (Nafik et al., 2012) . Furthermore, the three aspects of relational bonds which are social, structural, and financial bonds were deemed important in the practicing the Islamic relationship marketing (Chih et al., 2009 ). The agents were advised to take care of personal relationship with their customers and at the same time provide their customer with good facilities, efficient services, and enough financial benefits.
Some limitation was emerged in the current study. First, in terms of number of variables, this study only involved four variables of relationship investment, a mediator, and two relationship outcomes (customer trust and commitment). Future researchers may add other significant variables that are appropriate to the context of their research. Future researchers may possibly conduct more advance and relevant analysis to gauge the customers' preference towards Takaful protection scheme. Finally, given limited literatures from the perspective of Takaful agents and Islamic marketing, this research advises future researchers to strengthen the elements of Islamic marketing in order to contribute into relationship marketing literatures.
